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Abstract 
A Case Study of the First Chinese Genealogy Program “Where Do I Come From” 
Lili Mao  
 
In 2014, China Central Television (CCTV) produced the first television 
genealogy show “Where Do I Come From”, which caused a broad debate, and set off 
a trend to “seek for root”. The main reason for the success of this television program 
is the innovation, cooperation and promotion of the program. The novel form 
combines the mode of documentary characters and reality shows styles; rich content: 
tracing the ancestor’s story and connecting with the national history; new venues for 
promotion: combining the methods of TV media and social media together. This 
paper is based on the basic theory of communication, analyzing this show to explore 
innovations through the interviews conducted by the author of this thesis and the 
experience and wish to provide a reference for future research and production of 
cultural television programs. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  
1.1 Introduction 
 “Who am I?” and “ Where did I come from?” This is a question that has been 
posed for hundred of years, yet there is still no exact answer for it. To answer this 
question, people need to know that a community is composed of countless individuals, 
whose destiny is closely associated with family, nation, and country. But what kind of 
special connection is there between individuals, family, nation and country? Each 
generation tries to find answers.  
 In late April 2014, the 8-episode genealogy documentary Where Do I Come From 
was aired weekly on Chinese national TV station (CCTV-1). This program combines 
the style of documentary and the character of a reality show. In Season 1, there were 
only 5 main characters in this 8-episode show; nevertheless, its creativity in terms of 
narration presentation and the adherence and pursuit of traditional culture and spiritual 
homeland won public praise for the show. 
       When Where Do I Come From was broadcast in prime time on CCTV1，no 
2 
one would have predicted that this program could have achieved a 0.3% rating. In 
addition, the show received 40 million hits on the Youku (similar to YouTube) platform 
website that shares synchronized broadcast with CCTV-1, and received more than 
400,000 comments in Sina Microblog (Chinese Twitter). At the same time, it has 
reached 100-million total viewers by scheduling the program in different time slots via 
CCTV-1/CCTV-2/CCTV-9/CCTV-10 in the first season, Most remarkable is that 
without any large-scale powerful advertising, this genealogy program that focused on 
families seeking their roots not only gained great audience approval but won several 
international documentary awards, such as 2014 Jiayuguan International Film Festival, 
and 2014 International “Gold Panda” Documentary Festival.  
   In this show, each of the main characters is a celebrity who respectively traces 
the mystery, honor, sorrow and disaster of his or her own family. Deep feelings for 
homeland and nation were abundant qualities reflected in each episode. Audience 
feedback praised the show’s efforts to embrace its portrayal of the historical and human 
spirit, unveiling truth as well as abiding faith. After watching the show, there are 
audiences who express their strong desire to explore their own genealogy and determine 
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how their father’s generation lived and where their roots reside. “Where I’m Coming 
From” provides a fresh and valuable example about how television documentaries 
record history and how overseas-introduced programs have sought to solve some of the 
problems of cultural clash, since the series concerns and respects individuals, captures 
core culture and presents history with emotion. 
1.2 Purpose of the Study  
 The purpose of this paper is to better understand the meaning of the genealogy 
show in Chinese local culture. China has long been regarded as a country that thinks 
highly of family. Whether for their royal palaces which have lasted for thousands of 
years, or for their honoring of remote small clans; cultural inheritance has been a 
primary value.  
 The first genealogy show aired in America in the 1970s, why then was the 
development of these kinds of shows so slow to evolve in China? Why were these kinds 
of shows not developed in China until recent years? The Chinese ancestor-seeking 
shows have learned from their foreign counterparts and have revised the formula with 
some of their own local elements. What’s the difference between foreign and Chinese 
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programs? Why were revisions necessary? How would one define this type of broadcast? 
Is it a reality show or a documentary?  
With the development of technology and the marketization of economy, Chinese 
media is getting more and more entertainment-oriented, while classic and elite culture, 
are gradually being replaced by popular culture. CCTV, as the mainstream media in 
China, is taking a pioneering role in leading public opinion. In such an era of over-
entertainment, traditional culture and family history have been submerged under the 
ocean of entertainment. Would young audience accept such a show? What’s the 
structure of the audience and how best would you obtain audience feedback? 
1.3 Research Questions  
      History is complex and can never be clearly defined. How does Where Do I 
Come From maintain its stance to remain rational and objective while combining 
extensive historical moments and an individual story? How can the series lead the 
audience into such history with emotion? How does the show entice the audience into 
sympathizing with the characters of “Where Do I Come From” and “Who Am I ?” How 
do these new ancestral documentary illustrate the complex relationships found among 
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individuals family, religion, nation and country? All these questions will be explored 
with this treatise.  
To better understand this issue, the author conducted extensive research, looked 
up almost all relevant domestic and foreign reports and magazines and interviewed 8 
leading production employees of the CCTV programming department, and obtained 
extensive “insider” information. Additionally, in September 2015, this author 
participated in the filming of Season 2 of the series which took place in America, which 
contributed more first-hand information about how the series is produced.  
     This research topic fills the current void in what is known in Western research 
about Chinese ancestry-seeking television programming. During the process of 
research, many Chinese reports could be found but there are hardly any English reports 
on this topic.  
As a result of this study, the producer, director, researcher and celebrities who 
have already been involved in the program, will have a better understanding of where 
their strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and needs may lie. Another goal of the study 
is to introduce this distinctive market – the Chinese ancestry-seeking documentary 
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dramas about celebrities - to potential international business players as well as foreign 
related academic researchers.  
1.4 Limitations and Ethical Consideration  
Seeking genealogy is also seeking the story of ancestors. But for people who 
lived long ago, it is hard to find evidence proving their existence. The director of 
“Where I’m Coming From” spent one year before shooting to try every possible 
approach to collect enough material. Unfortunately, unlike western countries, the 
development of Modern China was full of ups and downs, at the same time; individual 
life paths were always rewritten by time, closely linked with the situation of the nation. 
Much personal data was destroyed or erased during the past 100 years as the war and 
political struggle, which imposes difficulties for early research. The producers of the 
show have had to devise solutions for this situation. They needed to determine if they 
had enough courage and intelligence to face this history; and what kind of history could 
be found? How much authenticity did they need? That determined the quality of the 
show and also its validity. It should be noted that in China today, there are still some 
history topics that are too sensitive to explore such as the Cultural Revolution.  
7 
     Also this is a challenge to each celebrity. First of all, are they interested and do 
they have motivation to search the history of their family? Do they have the need to go 
through self-understanding? In addition, do they have courage to face an unknown, 
which may be so surprising? And are they savvy and understanding of history? In the 
show, the celebrities are often confronted by their history; this can be a huge moral 
challenge for participants as well as those in the show. 
     For the producer, director, planner of the show and celebrities that participated, 
as well as for audience, such genealogy documentaries put everyone into an unknown 
situation. Under such a situation, they discuss what facing history is, what logic is in 
history, and also how to accomplish this under such an environment as CCTV, the 
national media. 
 
 
 
Chapter 2: Literature review 
2.1 The Origin of the Genealogy Television Program  
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According to Li Lun, a former producer of Where I’m Coming From, the 
program format, which helps the guests who are main characters starts or celebrities to 
seek their family roots, originates from “Who do you think you are?”，a British 
genealogy show that has aired on the BBC since 2004. In each episode of the British, 
one celebrity trace his or her family story through visiting family members as well as 
numerous locations such as archives and ancestors’ residences or even cemeteries. 
When searching for their family tree, the celebrity will find out astonishing and 
inspiring stories, which are often connected to some important events in history. 
For instance, Martin Freeman, a famous British actor, is known and loved by the 
audience for playing the role of “Watson” in the BBC TV series Sherlock. Because his 
father died young, he knows very little about his father’s family, which has always been 
his regret and bewilderment. While participating in the genealogy program Who Do 
You Think You Are? to seek out forefathers, he found that his 90-year-old great 
grandmother lost four young children, all attributed to one reason: syphilis. The 
physician told him, from the late 19th century to the early 20th century, one in ten Britans 
was infected with syphilis, as a result, 10% of people who conducted a study on their 
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family trees might find evidence of this disease. This situation lasted until the discovery 
of penicillin at the beginning of 20th century. “So you’re not the only one,” the 
commentary said at the end of the broadcast. In actuality, no single person is alone with 
in the global context of history as they reveal their family’s story in this process. 
According to the researcher of Where Do I Come From Dahu said “we can see the 
history within the genealogy program, and it is now no longer depicted with cold and 
boring numbers like history books, rather it portrayed within the context of real person 
whom may can relate to”.  
Series one and two of Who Do You Think You Are? were broadcast on BBC 
Two, and the first series was the channel's highest-rated program of 2004. This led to 
the success of more episodes being shown on BBC One from the season three 
onwards. Season two was nominated by the Best Factual Series or Strand in the 2005 
British Academy Television Awards (BAFTAs).  
   After Who Do You Think You Are? was broadcast, the first season became the 
highest –rated program of 2004 in Britain. It was nominated for the 2010 BAFTA 
Television Award for Best Factual Series. Additionally, most than 2 million people 
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visited the program’s website; three books about the genealogy have since been 
published and an ancestry-favored family-seeking software for audience members has 
been created. The program was launched one season at a time and currently there are 
twelve series. In 2010 the show won the best TV documentary award in Britain. 
Adapted by NBC in 2010 with the same name, seven seasons for this program have 
been broadcast with each episode gaining 6 million views on average in the US. The 
program was also nominated for an Emmy Award nomination in 2012. There are now 
more than ten international adaptions of this type of program in countries such as 
Ireland, Australia and South Africa.  
The core element of the success of Who Do You Think You Are? is genealogy, 
which has been referred to in several local TV channels in China. For example, Home 
from Jilin TV in 2013 is a program that recorded cultural celebrities returning 
hometown. The celebrities go back to their hometown to look for the traces of ancient 
life. Third-person commentary is used to explain the celebrity’s inner feelings, such as 
what the famous person saw and what he or she is thinking. In 2011, Family Truth from 
History, created by Hunan TV in 2011, centers on conversations in the studio. The 
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program invited celebrities discussing history and the source of their own family name, 
as well as relevant knowledge about historic figures. According to the analysis of a 
visiting scholar of Hawaii University Yin Liang, since there were many entertainment 
elements in these shows, the sense of history was often lost in the program. As a result, 
there was little audience response after the two programs were broadcast in China. 
However, the difference between Where Do I Come From and these programs 
lies in how Where Do I Come From uses historical material for storytelling. This not 
only enhances the in-depth insight of history but also engaged the audience with each 
celebrity guests’ emotional changes during the trip. As a result, the program is not only 
a reality shows, but focuses on the sense of truth and change in the style of a 
documentary.  
 
 
2.2 Roots in the Interpretation of the Different Cultures  
In reviewing the constructs of Western attitude and perspective of traditional 
humanists one sees this view that history should be tangible, and the knowledge about 
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the history should be demonstrative to allow people have a strong sense of its realistic 
existence and the conflict between history and real life. Alfred R. Radcliffe-Brown is a 
British humanist whose main research perspective is that ancestor worship is universal 
among many societies and cultures. The ritual for ancestor worship conveys to people 
the sense of awe and collectivism, reiterating and strengthening the feelings these social 
groups depend on for existence. Therefore, Alfred Brown pointed out that the social 
structure that makes up of lineage contributes to the formation and stabilization of 
social order. In addition to this social construct we find that Europeans in the 16th 
century expressed their awe for ancestors by using their names. For instance, Leonardo 
di ser Piero da Vinci comes from Leonardo in Vinci Town. As to identity approval, 
medieval knights looked for reliable spiritual power and heroism by seeking the answer 
to “Who am I, and where I’m coming from” in combat heroes’ stories from Ancient 
Greece and Rome. 
Americans have equally strong passions for seeking their genealogy. This is 
because, except for Native Americans, all Americans come from all over the world. 
Many years ago, ancestors crossed ocean to migrate to America. According to the 
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research of Marilyn and Lawrence (2014), “the first comprehensive publication of an 
American genealogy is Luck Stebbins’s The genealogy of Mr. Samuel Stebbins and 
Hannah His Wife, from the Year 1701 to 1771, tracing the author’s New England family 
connection”. In 1979, a family history novel, Roots was written by an American black 
writer, Alex Haley. The book raised wide concern and discussion in American society. 
Through a twelve-years of textual research, Haley traced his roots back six-generations 
to his ancestor Kunta Kinte, a black man captured in the West African coast by a white 
slave trafficker and brought to North America as a slave. Haley described the ancestor’s 
free life in Africa, and the hardship he and his grandsons endured under American 
slavery and their experience after this family was emancipated. The novel was adapted 
by ABC as a TV mini-series with the same name and aired in 1977. It reached a record- 
breaking 130 million viewers. According to the Elizabeth Shown Mills’s research, 
“although the author, Alex Haley, did not find his roots, he convinced the world that 
every family has an important story to tell and that the story is there, somewhere, 
waiting for every ordinary Gene and Genie to find it. Roots sparked a profound 
revolution. In the public mind the search for ancestors—poor or rich, black sheep or 
14 
blue bloods—became respect–able.” 
In the U.S, a great deal of genealogy television program was created, in the 1990s. 
Wonders of the African World (1999) aired on PBS. Motherland: A Genetic Journey 
(2003) was produced by the BBC and the PBS documentary series African American 
Lives, which consists of nine one-hours shows airing over the span of three years (2006-
08) aired from 2006 to 2008. The PBS documentary series African American Lives 
(2006), Oprah’s Roots (2007), and African American Lives2 (2008), all hosted by Henry 
Louise Gates, Jr, attracted more than eleven million television viewers.   
Under the guidance of Henry Louis Gates, Jr., genealogy documentaries 
repeatedly reference television mini-series. In the U.S, African American who viewed 
these genealogy documentaries could be understood as interpretive communities rooted 
in particular cultural and social contexts. According to the research, the author Stewart 
M. Hoover and Monica Emerich point out that “U.S. African Americans who view 
genetic-genealogy documentaries can be seen as interpretive communities rooted in 
particular cultural and social contacts that nonetheless have rich intra-community 
diversity. Genetic-genealogy documentaries repeatedly reference the Roots television 
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miniseries.” 
In the book American Genealogy, the author Michael Nolden points out that 
America’s Centennial celebration helped unite a divided nation after the Civil War and 
Reconstruction. This also sparked popular interest in historical research and fueled a 
number of black citizens to explore their own ancestors’ roles in the nation’s founding. 
Genealogy has been accepted by more and more professors，scholars and the public 
people. Elizabeth Mills points out that professionalism is more and more in the 
genealogy field. And people would like to know more about themselves and history. 
He also explained why family genealogy became popular. Elizabeth said that “we are 
historians of the family, and the family is the nucleus around which most societies have 
been built.” However, how does one go about finding the family story and finding their 
ancestors? Not only the genealogist has to consider these problems, but also the family 
member who yearns to uncover his own family’s story. In the article Genealogy and 
History, the author Sheila O’Hare observed the prospects for cooperation online, 
“noting that historians and genealogists have begun to reach some common ground on 
the Internet.” In the Media, Spiritualties and Social Change, Hoover, Stewart and 
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Emerich also point out that exploration of specifically spiritual roots, ideas and 
meanings is becoming an important project of emergent media forms and audiences. 
Much has changed in the worlds of media and spiritually in recent years. Individuals 
are frequently seeking new ways to be active in making meanings and identities in 
contemporary life, as well as exploring how mass media and practices of 
communication support unique life explorations, particularly among younger people. 
  
2.3 The Significance and Importance of Roots in Chinese Culture  
The Chinese people value family affection and are influenced by the patriarchal 
clan system. They also have a long history of ancestor reverence a characteristic that 
continues today. On the basis of a small-peasant economy, the ancient Chinese people 
needed to form a clan as the unit of the network and had to rely on each other. Interest 
in spending time exploring one’s ancestry has taken root in current Chinese culture.  
According to Daowu Yuan in Analysis of Genealogy Culture, the Chinese are 
passionate about exploring their genealogy. He points out that the artistic theory in the 
last peak of Chinese Literati paintings is built upon such “root-seeking”. Qichang Dong, 
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a leading artistic figure in the late Ming Dynasty, also referenced genealogy as the key 
to this theory of art. However, in the New Cultural Movement of early 20th century, 
revolutionists were eager to overturn traditional culture. Liao Liu did a research about 
the connection and disconnection of Chinese genealogy. She claimed that during that 
time, the cultural radicals thought a new world could not be attained until the cultural 
separation was completed. So genealogy or ancestry were deemed to be “matters of 
antiquity and decay”. People were not encouraged to link with their past history, let 
alone explore their ancestry. The situation changed in the 1980s. With a new focus on 
genealogy, many Chinese hoped to identify themselves through the stories of their 
grandparents and forefathers. According to Li Lun’s research, family trees are the 
primary references for such seekers recording plenty of historical information, which 
constitutes three pillars in Chinese history along with national history and local 
chronicles. After the Cultural Revolution, quite a few villages started to supplement the 
family trees and renovate their ancestral halls, which consecrate family ancestor in there.  
According to a Chinese scholar, Zehou Li, major social historical changes always 
can inspire people to examine their own ideas and thinking. During this process, the 
18 
people set themselves apart from old perspectives but have not yet established new 
ideas. China began rapid development of its economy in the early 1980s; however, no 
other cultural reforms corresponded with this development. Since then, unprecedented 
growth occurred with the economy increasing by 9.5% each year. The economy of 
China surpassed of Japan in 2010 as Asia’s largest and became the second economy 
after the United States.  
With such rapid economic development accompanied by the increased value of 
materialized conditions this economy-benefit society, suffers from the lack of spiritual 
connection, which has gradually eroded cultural values, and the psyche of the 
individuals in this era. Meanwhile, a spiritual crisis and fading of values are pervasive 
in overall Chinese society.   
The deep sense of kinship and search for filial connection become the 
spiritual nexus for the people in the face of this new reality. Each guest in Where Do I 
Come From is a person with high social awareness. As public figures, they not only 
are able to draw attention, but they can also raise brand influence. The idea is for the 
audience to follow the celebrity’s trip, embarking with them on their quest for 
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ancestors to explore their unknown heritage. Qiu, one of the celebrities, described the 
process of tracking down his family roots as more like an adventure through history 
rather than just a trip around the country.  
 In this sense, the appearance of Where Do I Come From not only possesses 
the character of a reality show but also more importantly, helps everyone pursue the 
question of “Who am I, and Where do I come from”. Bowie Tsang, one of the 
celebrities, wrote, “Our lives are full of turning points.” The turning points of our 
ancestors at the very least decided where we were born. While everyone is unique, 
we are connected with our families, and the marks they made in history are still there 
for us to find, on Where I'm Coming From's official blog.  
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Chapter 3: The Study 
   This research studied the impact of the first genealogy program Where Do I 
Come From in China through analysis on program form, content, and communication. 
Although entertainment program are popular, in contrast, cultural TV is face 
embarrassment about high quality, but low ratings. According to The Social Media 
Promotion of Where Do I Come From, the author Yuhan (2014) points out that Where 
Do I Come From adopts the innovative program form, narrative mode, and program 
21 
concept and promotion mode transmission and acquires the praise of the audience and 
industry. 
3.1 Methodology  
     There are three instruments to collect information and analyze the program. 
First of all, historical-sociology research involves comparisons of social processes 
across times and places. Secondly, content analysis, which will examine the program, 
features, such as how it combines reality with documentary. Third, actual interviews 
can reveal the producer and director’s choice and perspective that drives them to 
produce. 
The research and development, production, publicity, and broadcast of Where 
Do I Come From all performed by the main window of CCTV. So the staff of the 
program collected all data. In China, most of the program's data will not be open to 
the public, except the ratings. As the case study, the author analyzes the content of 
program, interviews people who participated in the program, and collects the data 
from the programming  
22 
This paper combines the methods of quantitative research and qualitative 
data. Since quantitative research mainly come from the real collected data, and 
performed test, and statistical analysis, such as the gender, age, education, and 
domicile. We can analyze the main audience of this show. Analysis of the audience 
ratings of Where Do I Come From, shows the popularity of this program among many 
entertainment programs. In addition, the data analysis of Where Do I Come From 
includes the number of followers, the number of topics discussed, as well as the 
number of the topic reading, in order to analyze the effectiveness of the new media 
communication. 
Qualitative data mainly come from the interview with the staffs of the 
program, such as the director Xiaobin Wu, Producer Li Lun, two Chief directors Jin 
Hui and Zheng Bo, three directors Xie Lin, Ge Xixiang, and Wang Yintong, and a 
researcher Dahu Chai. Interview time was mainly concentrated in May to November 
in 2015, with the average interview time for each person of more than one hour, the 
total interviews data was about 7 hours. Because the various staff of Where Do I 
23 
Come From, each had different positions, different questions were posed to each of 
them individually.  
    The author worked on Where Do I Come From as researcher in 2013. In addition, 
the author worked as co-director in US for Season Two of the series. As a result, the 
author will connect the experience and the materials that were used to produce and 
analyze the program.  
3.2 Design of Instrument 
      After the literature review, the author collected at least 50 articles about 
genealogy and the genealogy program. In addition, the author will examine five 
episodes from the first season for analysis, and include the author’s experience during 
Season two. In-context observations-analysis and interview are the main instrument for 
this research.  
 Original idea Choice celebrity Narrative Promotion Censorship 
Producer  What is the 
original idea? 
How is the 
celebrity 
selected? 
How is the program   
different from reality 
shows? 
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Director     What kind of story 
do you want to 
choose?  
   What kind of 
story should not be  
     publishing? 
Researcher   What are the 
characters of the 
celebrity-guests? 
How to find the 
history materials?  
  
 
 
HP1: Genealogy program Where Do I Come From combines element of reality 
shows and documentary features, which increase the narrative of program.  
For producer 
Q1: What is genealogy program?  
Q2: What differentiates the program from other reality show or with other documentary?  
For director 
Q1: How do you combine elements from a reality show and documentary? 
25 
HP2: Genealogy program Where Do I Come From tries through the ancestor’s 
story to describe the relationship between person and nation and time.  
For producer  
Q1: How to select a particular celebrity?  
Q2: How to combine personal story with national history?  
Q3: Why have to do connection between person and nation?  
For director 
Q1: How to show the celebrity’s self-discovery journey?  
Q2: How to pick up the materials?  
Q3: How to select a particular celebrity?  
HP3: Where Do I Come From build a great connection with audiences through 
social media and inspired audiences’ enthusiasm for finding their roots.  
For producer  
Q1: What is the special way to communicate with audience?  
Q2: How to motivate the genealogy enthusiasm of young generation?  
For director 
26 
Q1: How many followers on the social media of Where Do I Come From ?  
Q2: How to attract the attention of audience on social media? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 4 Result 
This thesis evaluated the first Chinese genealogy television program, Where Do 
I Come From, by analyzing the social impact of the program in China and deduced how 
family trees were continuously connecting with the historic events. After the 
completion of research, investigation, and interview, this chapter focuses on analyzing 
the key characteristics of the genealogy program, Where Do I Come From, by exploring 
concepts of creation, the progress of the program, as well as the story, guest selection, 
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promotion, and rating analysis.  
Findings from the interviews indicate it is important that viewers are familiar 
with the characters of this genealogy program. In this chapter, the process for program 
operation will be elaborated, including guest and story selection, promotion and rating 
analysis. The stories will be used to analyze the traits of the program.  
4.1 Features of Where Do I Come From  
4.1.1 Innovation 
        The main reason to produce this genealogy program is the increased 
competition between media stations in China, according to the producer, Li Lun. He 
said CCTV faced severe challenges coming from local channels and news media during 
the past three years. The chief director for the CCTV, Qian Wei challenged all 
producers and teams to create and develop the new production concepts in 2013. In 
reality, Li Lun and his team were always innovative and advanced in exploring the 
spirit of the Chinese people during the past ten years. With the help of Wu Xiaobin, 
vice-director for the channel’s program department, Li Lun and his team invested in 
their new subject: the genealogy program. Li said, “Wu Xiaobin showed me some 
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foreign genealogy programs, which inspired me to invest in pursuing this new venture.  
Family inheritance is a clear spiritual path, maybe not the only one, still a paramount 
path.” He thought Where Do I Come From was the inevitable trend for media 
development.  
4.1.2 Understanding People  
Understanding people is the key idea of Where Do I Come From. After the first 
season finished in 2014, the team spent a month summarizing and reflecting on the 
experience. During this process, everyone on the team conducted detailed discussions 
on the challenges they came across during production and shooting. The show’s 
investigator, Dahu, proposed that the stories the production team should focus on 
should be motivated by each of it’s guests’ quest for self discovery and heritage, and 
that the filming should follow the guest’s journey of exploring their family history. The 
director is charged with assisting each guest to seek clues and connect to witness, with 
the hope that the guest will know their ancestors stories during the trip by himself or 
herself. The producer Li Lun said his expectation for production is to respect the guests’ 
inner anticipation, stressing guests’ feelings towards family history and record the 
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emotional stories which naturally unveil before the camera rather than retrospectively 
narrating their whole history. This documentary reality-style allows for subjective 
interpretation and offers the audience a chance to literally share each guest’s personal 
journey giving them the feeling of connection.  
According to the record of CCTV, the earliest semblance of this program 
originated with the producer Li Lun and his team in the 1980s with Oriental Horizon, 
a news-magazine program, was established during early reformation. This news 
magazine program was followed by a program called Social Record, a humanity 
documentary produced by Li Lun and his team. Then most recently they produced a 
news program, 24 Hours, and an documentary-interview program, Insight, which was 
similar to the American program, 20/20. Each of these re-interpreted programs helped 
to create a significant impact in Chinese television program development. These 
programs, though different in form and varied in content, shared the general goal and 
intention to focus on people. Thus, the inception of Where Do I Come From was 
produced by a lineage of preceding shows about understanding people, thereby shaping 
the CCTV team’s orientation to genealogy.  
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4.1.3 Personal history  
Personal history is a concept that gets constantly enhanced during the 
production process. The main director Jin Hui remarked at the beginning of the current 
series that he simply wanted to explore who is a hero and who is a traitor; who are the 
greats and who are the despicable; what is weakness and what is toughness? When such 
concepts are interpreted by a number of specific personal experiences and fates, a 
different connection evolves into being between individual and history. Through story 
details in history, many idea may be reconstructed, doubted, understood and subverted 
in that many of them are no longer simple concepts but possessing multiple dimension 
(Jin, 2013). When he was young, Jin remarked that there was only one absolute standard: 
what is shamefulness and what defines a role model with nothing in between: 
everything was perfect for the hero and model. So it is his aspiration that through this 
program’s ability to go back and revisit relationships and history more truths may be 
tolerated and understood in this era.  
As for Where Do I Come From, a very important factor is the research of 
personal history and family history. This is because in previous genealogy shows, 
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history was more of a reflection of political concerns rather than personal and family 
history. In actually, this form of viewing an individual’s history offers the audience 
other more objective dimensions to their experiences. According to the producer Lun 
Li, Where Do I Come From has neither intention nor ability to conduct macroscopic 
and in-depth analysis of history, but rather serves to illuminate how the guests are able 
to recover and approach other people in their families and through this they may have 
the chance to reinterpret certain historical moments from their past (Liu, 2013). These 
moments occur when individuals are faced with a particular situation in history and can 
deliberate and examine their choices. To analyze their ancestors’ stories and choices 
allows each episode’s guest and audience a chance to better understanding people.  
4.2 Process of Where Do I Come From 
In March 2013, the program, Where Do I Come From, started to produce the first 
genealogy show in China. Before the program began, the planning group had 
researched similar foreign programs like Who Do You Think You Are? and Finding Your 
Roots. The researcher Dahu inferred that the process for producing genealogy programs 
has at least seven steps: confirmation of celebrity, exploration of ancestors’ stories, 
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selection of stories, writing scripts, shooting, editing and broadcasting. This is a new 
challenge to the CCTV staff because none of them had any experience with a genealogy 
show. They didn't have information about which celebrities would be selected, how to 
investigate historic stories and search for historic material; what story should be chosen 
and how to design a script. The producer, Li Lun, exclaimed that this would be a 
marvelous adventure for the production team. The first season was broadcast in May 
2014, after more than a year’s worth of preparation and production; a rarity for the fast 
pace of typical Chinese television programming.  
After broadcasting the first season, the chief director, Zheng Bo, summed up the 
experience, listing that the operation process and standard knowledge for genealogy 
program are roughly as follows: 
(1) Spend most time and effort in investigation and textual research of the celebrity’s 
family history; look for material mainly from libraries and archives nationwide and 
consult related college history professors. 
(2) Use stories with sufficient evidence from investigations to make a thorough design 
of script, choose good stories and make sure they are touching for each celebrity guests. 
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(3) Guide the celebrity to complete filming within limited time in accordance with the 
script design. 
In light of this process, the biggest problem facing production directors is how 
to handle the script and actual shooting. Given that the production team has limited 
time to conduct investigation by themselves, it is difficult to leave room for re-
enactments during the process of shooting. It is entirely up to the part of the scriptwriter 
to guarantee that there is a story worth telling, that any portrayals are accurate and to 
rectify any story associated conflicts. According to another chief director, Jin Hui, 
“overloaded and complicated information, up-and-down plot and countless wonder in 
history are nothing but background, the two clues to what attracts and touches audience 
at length are reality and history where there lies characters’ true destiny and human 
emotions”.   
4.3 Sample of Process  
     In 2015, the author of this thesis participated in the research and filming of one 
episode of the second season of Where Do I Come From. A detailed story from Season 
II will be used to expand on the specific filming process of Where Do I Come From; 
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how the production team handled the balance between design and discovery.  
In August 2014, Xie Lin, a production director, started to look into the family 
stories of Shijie King, a famous actor in Taiwan. As Xie Lin’s research, Mr. King’s 
mother is an orphan，raised by two American missionaries, Wenona Willinson and 
Lillian B. Collins. The two women were the missionary-teachers for the United 
Christian Missionary Society at Coe Memorial Girls School (Sanyu Girls School) in 
Luchowfu, China. Their tenure helping Chinese women and children was from 1911 to 
1951. These women helped to alter the fate of many Chinese people in those war-ridden 
years, especially Mr.King’s mother LiJing Zhang. They not only took care of her, but 
also educated LiJing Zhang. When Wenona Willinson and Lillian B. Collins returned 
to America, they parted with their beloved LiJing Zhang and died never having seen 
her again. After a century, is it possible that LiJing Zhang’s son Mr. King would know 
about the two foreign grandmothers’ stories?  
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Figure 4.1: Lillian B. Collins and Wenona Willinson Crop in 1921 
The director could not find more information about the two missionaries, but 
she secured the phone number, for the Bedford History Society in Ohio: Lillian B. 
Collins’s hometown. Through several phone calls and emails, it was discovered that 
Bedford History Society had kept some of Lillian’s letters. Most of these letters were 
of correspondence between Lillian who returned America in 1936 and Wenona who 
remained China. Surprisingly, Chinese letters sent by Li Jing, Lillian’s adopted 
daughter, to America could still be found, along with her school report cards within the 
archives of the Historical Society. With the information from these letters, it was now 
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possible to uncover what happened in China to these women. The letters revealed that 
the Sanyu Girl School was destroyed during the outbreak of Anti-Japanese War, and 
Wenona was forced to flee with her students, including Li Jing, to the west. The 
discovery of significant letters such as these were crucial in the research for this 
program. 
 
Figure 4.2: The Letters from Wenona to Lillian in 1936 
 With the help of Janet Caldwell, a volunteer from Bedford History Society of 
Bedford town, Ohio, the research team for this episode was able to contact Lillian’s 
cousins’ descendants and their family. Of all these people, Keith Sykora and Judy 
Skillicorn who were 75 and 73 years old were able to recount certain details about 
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Lillian from their childhood. They reported that in 1936, Lillian had to depart from 
Wenona and China and return to America to take care of her mother because her father 
had died. Subsequently, Lillian taught geography, history and literature in a middle 
school in this town of Bedford, Ohio. These cousins also noted that Lillian’s students 
in American referred to her as “Shanghai Lillian” as she often spoke of her life in China. 
In writing genealogy programs, the biggest challenge for the production staff is to give 
shape and substance a person who has long passed away.  
 
Figure 4.3: Lillian B. Collins’s Cousin’s Offspring in March 10 2015 (third from right 
is Keith Sykora, and fifth right is Judy Skillicorn).  
  With this obstacle in mind, our team pursued Lillian’s cousin’s offspring, Keith 
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Sykora and Judy Skillicorn to assist us in uncovering more details about Lillian’s life. 
We hoped to find out what was Lillian like, whether she had hobbies and how she spent 
her holidays. After all the background information was complied, the director Xie Lin 
spent nearly 3 months finishing the script. In September 2015, the program production 
team (9 people in total), set out from China to arrive at this very small town Bedford in 
Ohio. The team included two production directors, one planner, three photographers, 
two assistants and the celebrity-actor. A five-day film shoot was completed in the U.S. 
following the planned schedule whereupon the team returned to China.  
The filming schedule included great details of people, places and activities and 
outlined what would be completed on specific days. The photographers captured 
footage of the cousin Mr. Sykora putting Mr. King into the family tree he had created, 
and filmed Ms. Skillicorn giving Mr. King a keepsake book that contained memorabilia 
about Lillian. Ms. Skillicor had spent half a year collecting the stories and objects that 
Lillian had brought home with her from China eighty years ago, such as straw shoes, 
children’s clothing, and a jade pendant. Actually, before meeting Lillian’s family, Keith 
Sykora and Judy Skillicorn had, in fact, little knowledge of their aunt, and had no idea 
39 
about the Chinese daughter she had adopted. In addition to meeting with the two 
families, we arranged a family party at the end of last day of filming. On that day, 
another family member, Daniel George, paid an unexpected visit, bringing a photo 
album that also contained numerous photographs of Mr. King’s mother. Mr. King was 
very moved by these one-hundred-year-old pictures. He said he felt as if he touched 
history at that moment. 
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Figure 4.4: A Script for TV Filming in Ohio 
During the filming of this story, there were many uncertainties even though the 
team was following the script. The unexpected things were in fact exciting to people in 
this documentary by creating a feeling of anticipatory suspense. For example, the 
audience would wonder what kind of spark would be produced if the star got to meet 
these families he had never met, how might the celebrity-actor react on location and 
what stories might genuinely move him. 
4.4 Good story of Where Do I Come From 
A good and compelling story is the most important factor in creating a successful 
film. This key factor is often a challenge for a genealogy program. For Where Do I 
Come From, a good story is not just defined by dramatic conflict from ancestors’ 
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experiences, but more importantly by the emotions inspired when the celebrity is facing 
his/her historic material. Good stories are more than just a restoration of history; they 
should, in fact, bring the celebrity-guests’ feeling to the surface and trigger emotional 
resonance.     
     For example, it was exciting that the letters of two missionaries were found. It 
was believed that these letters would add to the story since they revealed an interesting 
window where one could learn about the history of China at that time. However, Mr. 
King, our celebrity-guest, was not greatly affected by references to this larger historic 
background during the production. He was not sentimental until the last day when Mr. 
King’s feeling for his mother were revealed when he was able to view new pictures of 
his mother’s childhood.  
     In contrast to this, during Season One of this same show, a Taiwanese entertainer 
named Bowie Tsang was truly moved by finding some small personal items about her 
grandfather. Her 85-year-old grandfather never talked about his past. Instead of being 
native Taiwanese, we learn that he immigrate 65 years earlier in 1949 from Mainland 
China to this island at the young age of 20. For a long time, Bowie was eager to know 
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why her grandfather moved to Taiwan all by himself 65 years ago. As a celebrity-guest, 
Bowie knew was that her grandfather came from a small village in Huai’an, where he 
was a printer in a governmental printing house. She found out that in 1949, her 
grandfather lost connection with his family because he followed his employer to Taiwan, 
and it wasn’t until 43 years later, in 1992, when Taiwan allowed visits to the Chinese 
mainland, that he came back to his home village in haste.  
In an interview by Southern People Weekly (2013), Bowie Tsang said that, in 
the journey of her search for her grandfather’s “footprints,” what truly moved her is not 
the well-known historic events, but the small personal details. Some of these that Bowie 
Tsang found were: a rouge box, a household register card with word “servant” on it and 
information about a possible marriage that her grandfather overlooked. She said every 
detail belongs to that person from that time of history, with touchable emotion hidden 
within (Jiang, 2014). The chief director Zheng Bo said a good story comes up once 
attached with emotion, and a brand-new knowledge of history could even be revealed. 
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Figure 4.4: A Rouge Box of Bowie Tsang’s Grandfather  
 
Figure 4.5: A household register card with word “servant” of Bowie Tsang’s 
grandfather  
4.5 Choosing the Guest in Where Do I Come From 
A good story, for each guest who sets foot on a exploration of their ancestry 
differs from one to another due to the type of emotion and life experience. At the same 
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time, unlike other shows, Where Do I Come From includes many unknown factors for 
documentaries during filming. Taking guests as the lead means to record his/her attitude 
concerning their own history. So the selection of the guest is crucial for such genealogy 
programs. It begs the questions of how to choose guests, what guest fits with a 
genealogy program and what factors should be taken into account as to guest option. 
In the interview, the producer Li Lun said that it is a big challenge for the 
celebrity-guest. First of all, one must determine whether they have interest and 
motivation to seek their forefather’s stories and whether they have the courage to face 
unknown truths, which may be good or bad, and lastly, one must consider their 
comprehension of history.  
       It is not uncommon for the production staff of Where Do I Come From? to 
have little knowledge or choice as to whom the celebrity-guest may be for their show.  
The chief director Zheng Bo introduced the fact that this key choice of the shows focal 
point is influence by numerous standards that he calibrates. 
First, does the celebrity possess sufficient social fame and would they induce 
good publicity? Secondly, does the star express a sincere motivation to learn about 
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his/her family history, and relay sufficient curiosity to want to know his/her ancestors’ 
stories? Thirdly, and the most importantly, does the star posses the tenacity and courage 
to face his/her history when he/she may have no idea what may be revealed in the 
journey?  
      For example, in the first season, the most popular episode is the one with Ah 
Qiu, a new anchor at CCTV. Ah Qiu, a famous anchorman in Mainland China had 
harbored doubts about his ancestors for a long time. His mother never talked about her 
own father or mother, and when he was still in middle school, Ah Qiu happened to learn 
from a relative that his grandfather was a “traitor,” but he dared not to ask his mother. 
The curiosity and mystery about Ah Qiu’s family makes him a good choice to be the 
celebrity star of the program.  
     Ah Qiu’s grandparents were Chinese immigrants who went to Nanyang (South 
Sea) in early years. About 50 years ago, they lived by tapping rubber trees and growing 
vegetables in a remote plantation in Malaya. One evening, a group of “soldiers” broke 
in, and took away Ah Qiu’s grandparents, who never came back. Who took away his 
grandparents? What’s the story of a “traitor?” Even Ah Qiu’s mother could not give any 
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clear explanation. 
     However, his mother did provide Ah Qiu with the basic information: his 
grandfather was named “Chen Bin,” and he lived in Malaya in the 1940s and 1950s. By 
looking up historical literature, Ah Qiu discovered two clues: one was “Chen Bin the 
Traitor” during the Japanese Occupation of Malaya, and the other was “Chen Bin the 
Hero” at the same time. With mixed feelings, Ah Qiu travelled to Malaysia. When the 
truth gradually came out after a series of surprises, Ah Qiu and his Malaysian cousin, 
whom he met for the first time due to the genealogy program, burst into tears sitting in 
the same plantation where their grandparents used to live.  
The director Xie Lin knows Ah Qiu was under great pressure from the society and 
Ah Qiu’s family during this process. Because this program was not only a fame issue 
for the famous TV host, but what’s more is that Ah Qiu was also afraid of hurting his 
mother. Meanwhile, the production director also carried a great burden, which resulted 
from the celebrity-guest’s balancing the family’s trust and still-unknown social 
assessment after broadcast. 
4.6 Promotion of Where Do I Come From 
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  Where Do I Come From is a documentary-style reality show featuring 
television stars; therefore television is its most important medium of transmission. 
Before the show began, CCTV only used regular promotions within his platform, 
unlike other types of TV shows, which would air with a lot of advertisements. 
However, Where Do I Come From used new forms of media to increase its 
viewership. During its broadcast period, the show was advertised on websites, 
including CNTV, Youku, Tencent, and Sina, raising widespread discussions, 
increasing its fame and broadening the target audience. Additionally, the program’s 
website housed a public collection of personal histories, named “The Stories Of My 
Family”. The source of heirloom and family motto could be shared for the purpose of 
effectively encouraging audiences’ participation in this program. It was the first time 
that CCTV programs combine television program with social media and audience 
activity for promotion. This was unexpectedly well received among younger 
audiences. The producer, Li Lun, said that transmission of Where Do I Come From 
relied more on interpersonal networking, in that peer recommendations helped the 
show achieve its successful impact.  
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  With the development of diverse news and social media sources, more and 
more audiences gained information from multiple modes, such as cell phone, mobile 
devices and the Internet. Using this new foundation, based on the merging of 
traditional and social media, the production team of Where Do I Come From was able 
to use new media platforms such as Web-Chat and Micro-Blog to reach its audience. 
According to the CCTV. Where Do I Come From had 300,000 followers in its official 
micro-blog; ranking is as one of the top CCTV programs among followers. According 
to the internal database from production team, by April 22, 2015, the views for the 
Micro-Blog of “Collection Activity for Family-History Video” had reached 
10,390,000 people, with 12,170,000 discussion boards. The program content in 
Micro-Blog recorded 40,780,000 views, with 17,000 discussions and 2,240,000 video 
hits. In November 2015, after the broadcast of Season Two, the topic regarding Where 
Do I Come From in Micro-Blog received 150 million views and 180 million 
discussions (Sina.com). 
        The audience could follow topics and express their personal opinions in 
Micro-Blog, including their feeling about the program and sharing his or her own 
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ancestors’ stories. This not only achieved good transmission effect for the program, it 
also generated the new discussion topics focused on “genealogy”. This made good use 
of Internet media and allowed for genuine interaction within the audience. As for the 
audience, a calling for exploration of the mysteries of their own past was incited as 
well as their curiosity with the celebrity’s life experience is also satisfied. What’s 
more, this transmission strategy can improve social recognition of, and invite 
audience feedback, which provides great reference material for the program 
producers.  
The official micro-blog name of the program is “CCTV客从何处来(Where 
Do I Come From)”. The support that the television media receives from the micro-
blog and web-chat is mainly represented by the following aspects. 
First it offers a forum for audience feedback, Micro-blog, is the Chinese 
“Twitter”, and offers a company its own transmission support platform; a typical 
example for social media and micro-medium, forms a transmission approach of “140 
characters + picture or link” and platform discussion related with relevant topics. The 
main director, Zheng Bo, said that this is a bidirectional transmission. Actually, 
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television is more about single information transmission, as there is lack of relatively 
direct feedback from the audience as compared to Internet transmission. Not only 
does the Micro-Blog deliver opinions to program production staff, but it also provides 
the audience with a long-distance interactive platform. Producer, Li Lun, said that 
Where Do I Come From is a TV series created by CCTV, offering both novelty and 
also uncertainties such as the audience’s interest and enthusiasm of the content. It is 
difficult for program producers to have knowledge of audiences’ feedback without an 
interactive platform such as Micro-Blog. 
  The second is audience enhancement with social media, micro-blog or 
web-chat allows the audience to choose content depending on their personal schedule 
and interests. This expands the range of viewing, offering the audience a new window 
to watch TV. The platform of television is no longer the sole means for an audience to 
view a program. Even if someone misses the broadcast time on TV, the audience can 
still find the programs on the Internet and watch them at any time and any place, 
unrestricted. 
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  The third is fast transmission and wide scope. Where Do I Come From 
divides each episode of a complete show into short videos, matched with 
corresponding words and pictures for re-transfer onto the Internet. Wider transmission 
effect is achieved in this way. Featuring “micro”, each tweet is short, precise and 
theme-clear, which satisfies audiences’ need for information within limited time and 
fits with their reading habit under fractions of time. Meanwhile, during “micro-
transmission”, information can be re-tweeted to broaden the transmission scope of 
information and then enhance the impact of information promotion. 
4.7 Rating Analysis of Where Do I Come From  
According to the official date from CCTV, by the end of August 2015, the 
average audience rating of Season One for the show airing at 10:30 p.m. on CCTV-1 
was 0.3, and the rating for the show airing at 8:00 p.m. on the CCTV-documentary 
channel was above 0.3, higher than the average rating 0.23 at the some time. That 
means at least 89,600,000 viewers watch the program on television (CCTV).  
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 After the second season was broadcast on November 2nd, 2015, the rating that 
day reached 1.0%: the highest among all the programs in the same time slot, ranking 
in the third place after Hunan TV and Zhejiang TV, both of which center on 
entertainment programming. Where Do I Come From received almost no negative 
comments from the Internet viewers. By April 2015, episodes from the first season 
viewed on the Internet reached more than 40 million hits.  
   The director Yintong Wang said that the original target audience cohort 
was an educated urban male, ages 30 to 50 years old. However, in accordance with 
analysis of data from CCTV, the male audience is 75% and the female audience is 
20% in the first season. As for the audience rating in the second season, the 
proportion of female rose to 44.3% while the male viewership dropped to 54.85%. 
This indicates that not only males are interested in genealogy programs, and that a 
growing number of females also show interest in this form of history. 
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Table 4.1: Gender of the Two Seasons  
In terms of age, there is a larger than expected age span among the audience:  
from 30-50-years olds; with 31.6% for 18-24-years olds; 26.89% for 25-29-years 
olds; and a surprising 10.61% for the under-17-year olds, and 4.3% for the 45-years 
and above. The chart below shows that a younger audience in fact, favors the 
genealogy program. 
0%10%
20%30%
40%50%
60%70%
80%90%
100%
Female Male
Season 2Season 1
Source: CCTV
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Table 4.2: The Age of Viewer  
         In terms of regional influences on viewership: the audience rating in total 
for the four first-tier cities including Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou and Shenzhen 
total was 16.0%, lower than the third-tier cities (48%) and the second-tier cities 
(35%). Such proportion means that people from small and middle-size cities are more 
willing to pay attention to their ancestors’ stories. 
18-24, 31.60%
25-29, 26.89%
40-44, 13.09%Under 17, 10.61%
30-34, 6.55% Above 45, 6.61%
Source: CCTV
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Table 4.2: The region of viewer  
     In terms of education background, 55.77% of the audience received an 
undergraduate education and 30.17% were high school graduates. This indicates 
people with more advanced degrees showed greater interest in history. 
 
Second-tier cities, 35%
Remote Cities, 48.90%
Beijing , 4.70%Shanghai, 3.65% Guangzhou, 3.32%
Source: CCTV
Undergraduate , 55.77%High school , 30.17%
Middle school, 11.10% Master , 1.84%
Source: CCTV
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Table 4.3 Background of viewer  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 5 Conclusion 
5.1 Discussion 
After Where Do I Come From was broadcast, more and more viewers became 
interested in their family tree and story. Through watching the television program and 
participating in the web-based genealogy activities, the audiences’ numbers participated 
in posting their family stories on their micro-blog and discussing it with others. Not 
only did they trace their family history, but the were inspired to question “where do I 
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come from and who am I”. Through the family tree, it is seen that efforts and 
contributions made by generation after generation of ancestors can sufficiently make 
up a fascinating family history, and all family histories put together from the past 
constitute the history of a whole people. 
      In terms of either guest option or stories selection, the celebrity’s root-seeking 
journey not only displays personal and family stories, but also shares a tight connection 
with the historic background. The features of this unique Chinese heritage exploration 
television program, that differ from other shows and those that can serve for reference 
are discussed below:  
(i) Suspense as the main narration method.  
        In general, suspense has two forms in film and television works. One is to 
raise a series of questions at the outset or present intense conflict of contradiction, 
making an audience eager to figure out the causes and effects. The other is to let the 
audience in on the whole truth on purpose, but the casts in the film are entirely clueless, 
thereby keeping the audience focused all the time. Narrative suspense in Where Do I 
Come From uses the first style. 
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        For example, in the episode with Historian Yi Zhongtian, the story began with 
a death list held in his hand where there were 253 deceased on September 23, 1939. 
Such a list left the audience hanging, begging questions like why was there a death list, 
where did the list come from and what happened to the people on the list? The next 
scene showed a faxed photo, a family picture of Yi’s family taken after his grandfather 
escaped the Japanese Army’s bombing. More questions came up: what happened at 
three o’clock on September 23, 1939? Why was Yi Zhongtian’s grandfather alive? 
What stories were there? The remainder of the episode presented the story of Yi’s 
forefather while seeking answers to those questions.  
(ii) Narration in common perspective 
Common perspective refers to a life viewpoint of the ordinary people rather 
than the High and Mighty famous people or celebrity. To try to guarantee ratings, guests 
who are featured in Where Do I Come From are all celebrities with social influence. 
Five guests in the first season include a famous actor, host, historian and collector. 
During their exploration, their identities as a celebrity are weakened and they become 
person who doesn’t know anything who is searching for their ancestor’s stories.  
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       During the filming, the director brought these celebrities to some places where 
their ancestors had lived, allowing them to get in touch with their ancestors’ lives. For 
instance, Ah Qiu was brought to a rubber tree forest in Malaysia where his grandfather 
and grandmother used to work. Chen Chong, a famous actor, returned to his ancestral 
home for the first time, Songgai Town in the Yongchuang district of Chongqing where 
Chen’s forefathers lived out their lives. 
(iii) Historic details in narration 
Both a nation and a people are constantly writing its history in the course of 
development. The history of Chinese society in the 20th century was eventful, preserved 
by history textbooks and video materials in the form of official editions, which not 
included the detail of history. But Where Do I Come From stresses historic detail. For 
the long-gone ancestors, evidence to prove someone or something are rare. So 
production directors for Where Do I Come From collect as much real information as 
possible, these items might be a range of library materials, family tree, family book, 
portraits, photos, images, a pocket watch, typewriter, scalpel, history book, tabloid or 
other relics. 
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       Not using documents and piles of material from past historical and cultural 
programs，Where Do I Come From puts character and events in a grand social historic 
background. For example, when the name “Zhang Changshao” is searched, information 
shows that he is a pharmacologist. Pharmacology textbooks and reference books edited 
by him are honored as classics among Chinese pharmacologists, making him an 
explorer and founder for new Chinese pharmacology. This is how Zhang Changshao is 
presented in history book (Yifan Shi, 1983). But in Where Do I Come From, he is the 
actor Chen Chong’s grandfather. In the episode of Chen’s journey of exploring his 
heritage, it was clearly displayed in chronological order that Zhang was a debater, a 
leader in student campaigns, a passionate youth who was nearly killed, and then a top 
student who studied at Harvard and Cambridge. Conversely, it was also noted that at 
times he presented as a taciturn, eremitic and academic scholar. Sadly, in his late years, 
he committed suicide due to unbearable and gratuitous fame during the Cultural 
Revolution.  
      With all these details and comparisons to macro-history, personal history 
demonstrates a more powerful emotional expanse, making the character’s feeling and 
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image richer. So personal history would be closely connected with time. Where Do I 
Come From shows vividness in history detail. Exploring details can give the audience 
the impulse to study and learn about that piece of history expressed in the documentary. 
5.2 Limitation 
           As for the Chinese genealogy program, there are great limitations on how 
to restore true history. It is found through exploring the civilian’s detailed story and 
managing to narrate a sensitive historic event. 
At present, even with advanced technology, it is not easy to present complete 
family memory image in the media. It is impossible to avoid misunderstanding and 
distortion due to the lack of information. After all, everyone has different memories and 
different points of view. A gap remains between “medium truth” and “objective truth” 
(Zhu, 2013). Using the foundations and understandings of intense social exploration 
and complex historic research, one can come close to historic accuracy but would never 
restore the whole truth. 
In China, it is rather difficult to look for relevant information of personal’s 
historic events. The director of Chen Chong’s episode, Ge Xixiang found a variety of 
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literature with information about Chen’s grandfather, but it revealed nothing about 
Chen’s grandparents’ marital matters. The director thought that the things currently 
found were inadvertently recorded by accident, so it is hard to truly restore one personal 
history and we can’t speculate what this person thought while he/she made their choice 
at this critical point of his/her life.” 
        According to Hong Liang (2011), a scholar known for her non-fictional 
literature, China in Liang Zhuang, the trend of irreversible disappearance of family 
culture can been seen as part of natural process. She notes: “our memory of family 
history is normally limited within 3 generations. The story of a father’s grandfather is 
known to few.” The process of modernization in urban life further dissipated family 
cultures, which lost settlements and dependence. Xueluan Xia, a sociology professor at 
The Peking University, found, through years of observation of communities, that 
interpersonal relationships that ware based on family connections were gradually 
replaced by geographical and employment relationships (2011). As populations have 
been migrating and social flow increases, families that used to settle in the countryside 
dissipated, merging into urban communities. These issues pose tremendous difficulties 
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for the research staff of Where Do I Come From in conducting early-stage investigations. 
Therefore, most directors need to spend at least six months searching for historic details 
and stories. 
       In addition, in China, many important historic events, like the Great Cultural 
Revolution, are still sensitive topics. Discussion of the Cultural Revolution continues 
to be a censored topic for the national Chinese media (Jing, 2015). What attitude should 
be held towards such an history event? The answer is crucial to genealogy programs. 
General supervisor, Wu Xiaobing, points out that in Where Do I Come From, celebrity-
guests are not just confronting history, but are also creating it. The broadcasting 
platform faces history, which in fact tests whether the Chinese media have the wisdom 
and courage to face history.  
5.3 Recommendation for genealogy programming 
 A unique feature of Where Do I Come From is to combine traits of reality 
television shows with the authenticity of documentary filmmaking. The content of the 
genealogy program combines past history and the process of discovering. In reviewing 
those qualities: guaranteeing authenticity comes first, such as real historical materials, 
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real reaction on the spot, and real emotion.  
In order to truly present each celebrity-guest in an authentic manner, they are 
isolated during the initial film shooting for the purpose of showing their first response 
in front of the audience when they are faced with their own family history. Meanwhile, 
to ascertain authenticity, the search of each guests’ family history is all based on 
references of historic facts and literature archives. With support from such information, 
authenticity and seriousness are exhibited, indicating the program is attentive and 
responsible for history, guests and audience. 
The journey of genealogy quests is not about honor, but only about life and 
family love. History has both a bright and a dark side. For instance, in the CCTV host 
Ah Qiu’s history we find that his grandfather executed by Malaysian Anti-Japanese 
guerrilla forces because it was rumored that he was a “traitor”. It was also indicated by 
certain information during the investigation that his grandfather was a “hero”. No 
matter what the truth is, Ah Qiu was ready to confront it.  
      During the quest of Where Do I Come From, production directors decided where 
to search from the beginning and how to use props according to the script. But the 
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bewilderment, surprise, shock and pain many guests show after knowing the truth are 
real on-site reactions, which are beyond our control. The method combines a reality 
show with a documentary that becomes the leading characteristic of Where Do I Come 
From. It is a program with a serious historic subject and documentary in terms of 
content, and in terms of form a program with drama and popularity. 
          The approach to combine reality show with documentary is worth 
referencing to many more cultural shows. It offers give a good narration of stories and 
a real presentation of participants’ reaction, mixed with expected plot and unexpected 
surprises. 
5.4 Conclusion 
       The highlight of Where Do I Come From is about allowing the audience to 
learn about the history of different times and events that happened at that time while 
revealing the fate of program celebrity-guests’ family, which to some degree promotes 
historic and cultural transmission for those precious historical moments to be imprinted 
on modern people and especially the younger audience. 
        In terms of social influence, in China, a society where nationalism is 
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emphasized and collectivism prevails, it was rare to see any story about ordinary people 
portrayed on national Chinese media platforms in the past forty years. This genealogy 
program portrays respect for individual life when certain insignificant historic figures 
and stories appear in national media. This demonstrates universal value and social 
progress. 
In terms of a historic sense, Where Do I Come From has two qualities: one is 
individual family history and the other is racial and national identity. Guests are 
interviewed step-by-step and become familiar during the journey where their 
knowledge of history unfolds. Chinese people are a people who attach great importance 
to heritage. Perhaps, due to wars over the past one hundred years, there were 
interruptions but people’s curiosity for their history remains in their bones, unchanged. 
From an individual angle, knowing history is a process of knowing yourself. With 
different interpretations and understandings of history and ancestors, the show’s 
celebrity-guest each portrays various exploration styles for themselves.  
    During her search, the actor Chen Chong found out that her grandfather 
committed suicide because he could not bear being branded as “ a rebel” during the 
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Great Cultural Revolution. She couldn’t understand this aspect of her grandfather’s 
story. But her aunt asked her: “What would you do if it were you?” She answered she 
wouldn’t have done that because there are families who count on you and love you and 
perhaps everything would have been better as long as he survived the Great Cultural 
Revolution. However, this is an interpretation of history by today’s perspective, no one 
would have known when this revolution was going to end, and at that time it was 
arduous to live life being tolerating acting as a “rebel”. After the program, Chen Chong 
said she had a better understanding that maybe history can only be understood when 
you’re in history.  
        Paul Gauguin, one of the three great masters in French Post-impression, put 
forward the questions in his astounding painting: Where Do We Come From? What Are 
We? Where Are We Going? (1897). This question resonates as the inner core of narration 
in Where Do I Come From. By looking for personal history, generations of seekers can 
be found putting themselves into a larger contexts complete with national history, At 
the same time, seemingly accidental family history makes up uncertainty for a people. 
To learn about such connection is a media professional’s responsibility and the internal 
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motivation for knowing oneself and history. History has always been connected with 
everyone, and each individual is not alone in history. The change of history is 
knowledge inheritance. Another positive meaning for a personal history quest is that 
ancestors once lived vividly and those lives provide guidance for later generations. 
        Ma Mo, a collector and also a guest who participated in the first season, said, 
“ Yellow River now holds different meaning for me. My father comes from Shanghai 
and my mother from another side of the Yellow River. One was born in a poor 
fisherman’s family and one from a wealthy family of salt traders. But the past 
confluence of one-hundred-years of national population growth, family matters, wars, 
famine and disaster join them together. Though all our forefathers did not know us, we 
should know them. Through these quests, generations can be visualized, and become 
understood within the context of a national background where there are wonderful 
moments creating a fascinating national history. Seemingly accidental family history 
makes up a certainty for a people.”  
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Appendix A: The episodes of Where Do I Come From  
 
Title Genre Premiere Seasons 
Zhongtian Yi Historian April 27, 2014 
Season 1- 
2episodies  
Qiu Ah TV Host May 12, 2014 Season 1-1 
Chong Chen Actresses May 19, 2014 
Season 1- 
2episodies 
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Ma Weidu Curios connoisseur June 9, 2014 Season 1-1 
Bowie Tsang Taiwanese Actresses  June 2, 2014 Season 1 
Beining Sa  TV Host  November 9, 2015 Season 2 
Chengze Niu  Film Director  November 30, 2015 
Season2-2episode
s  
Na Xie  Entertainment Host  December 14, 2015 Season 2 
Shijie King   Actor  Un-air Season 2 
Liya Tong  Actresses  Un-air  Season 2 
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